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Stranger	Than	Fiction:	Why	Conspiracy	Theories	Persist		
By Ryan Gingeras 
 
There	is	no	shortage	of	conspiracy	theories	surrounding	the	Turkish	coup	on	July	15.	According	
to	 many	 Turkish	 observers,	 including	 Ibrahim	 Karagul,	 an	 editor	 at	 Yeni	 Safak,	 a	 prominent	
newspaper	that	favors	the	governing	Justice	and	Development	Party	(AKP),	it	was	engineered	by	
Fethullah	Gülen,	a	secretive	Islamic	cleric	who	is	currently	exiled	in	the	United	States.	





officers,	 bureaucrats,	 teachers,	 journalists,	 and	 business	 leaders	who	 rarely	 reveal	 their	 truly	
loyalties,	making	their	activities	difficult	to	detect	or	preempt.		





around	 their	 president,	 transform	 the	 country	 into	 a	 “fortress	 of	 relentless	 resistance,”	 and	
prepare	for	a	“new	national	struggle”	against	subversive	forces.	













given	 the	 Turkish	 Republic’s	 historical	 origins.	 At	 the	 turn	 of	 the	 century,	 members	 of	 the	
Committee	 of	 Union	 and	 Progress,	 a	 secretive	 political	 party	 that	 sought	 to	 institute	
constitutional	 rule	 over	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire’s	 monarchical	 government,	 infiltrated	 multiple	


















as	 prominent	 journalist	 Soner	 Yalçın,	 have	 openly	 raised	 suspicions	 that	 Ataturk	 was	 a	 Free	
Mason,	 an	 atheist,	 or	 a	 crypto-Jew.	 The	 origins	 of	 these	 suspicions	 date	 back	 to	 the	 time	of	
Ataturk’s	rise	to	power.	There	were	general	suspicions	about	the	early	Turkish	republic’s	secular	
elites,	as	well	as	the	supposed	large	Jewish	following	garnered	by	the	Young	Turks.	Both	peasant	
rebels	 and	 elite	 dissidents	 alike	 saw	 Ataturk	 as	 a	 pawn	 in	 an	 international	 plot	 to	 dominate	





as	 a	 historically	 necessary	 stage	 in	 the	 development	 of	 the	 young	 republic,	 even	 though	 the	
victims	of	this	campaign	may	have	been	completely	innocent.	








business	 tycoons,	 and	 mafia	 bosses	 aligned	 with	 Turkey’s	 security	 establishment	 during	 the	
course	of	the	state’s	“dirty	wars”	against	leftists	and	Kurdish	rebels	in	the	1980s	and	1990s.	Such	
suspicions	were	confirmed	by	events	such	as	the	1996	“Susurluk	Scandal,”	when	the	bodies	of	a	
member	 of	 parliament,	 a	 police	 captain,	 and	 a	 mafia	 assassin	 were	 found	 together	 in	 the	





against	 the	government	were	not	unheard	of	before	 the	rise	of	 the	 Justice	and	Development	
Party	(AKP),	particularly	during	the	worst	of	Ankara’s	war	against	the	Kurdistan’s	Worker	Party	in	
the	 1980s	 and	 1990s,	 the	 U.S.	 invasion	 of	 Iraq	 propelled	 fears	 within	 the	 country	 that	
Washington’s	advance	in	the	Middle	East	might	someday	encompass	Turkey.	In	addition	to	the	
legacy	 of	 U.S.	 covert	 activities	 during	 the	 Cold	 War,	 Turkish	 critics	 cited	 neo-conservative	
literature	and	activism	 (such	as	by	groups	 like	 the	Project	 for	 the	New	American	Century)	 as	
evidence	of	Washington’s	plans	to	remake	Turkey	and	the	Middle	East	as	a	whole.	
Several	popular	Turkish	books	and	films,	such	the	Valley	of	the	Wolves	series,	mixed	fact	and	
fiction,	 portending	 that	 a	 great	 host	 of	 international	 actors	 were	 scheming	 to	 carve	 up	 the	
country	just	as	the	Allies	did	to	the	Ottoman	Empire	after	World	War	I.	In	recent	years,	Erdogan	
has	tended	to	encourage	and	promote	such	worldviews	as	a	way	of	explaining	and	legitimizing	










suggested	 that	 the	 government	 was	 behaving	 indiscriminately	 and	 unlawfully,	 Erdogan	 was	
dismissive.	“If	it	is	a	witch	hunt	to	fire	those	who	engage	in	treason,”	he	famously	responded,	
“then	it	is	a	witch	hunt.”	
Since	then,	many	of	 the	 individuals	charged	as	a	part	of	 the	 investigation	 into	 the	Ergenekon	
affair	 in	 2013	 have	 been	 released	 and	 absolved	 of	 any	wrongdoing,	with	many	 officials	 now	










up	 “greater	minds”	 abroad.	 Turkey’s	 former	 army	 chief,	 İlker	 Başbuğ,	 has	 been	more	 blunt,	
claiming	that	the	CIA	directly	backed	the	attempted	coup.	
The	notion	that	a	“parallel	structure”	of	coup	plotters	and	provocateurs	operates	within	the	state	







But	 it	 is	 also	 clear	 that	 politicians	 use	 this	 history	 to	 allow	 conspiracy	 theories	 to	 fester,	
unchallenged.	Erdogan,	in	particular,	often	invokes	past	plots	and	schemes	to	make	his	current	
case	against	the	Gülenists.	Even	if	it	is	difficult	to	parse	fact	and	fiction	at	this	time,	given	Turkey’s	
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